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The Langston Hughes Performing Arts Institute, previously the Langston Hughes Cultural Arts 
Center and the Langston Hughes Performing Arts Center has provided a sense of community to 
the Central District of Seattle since its creation in 1972. As a community center focused on 
providing cultural opportunities, Langston Hughes has had a unique partnership with the City of 
Seattle, which has provided both fiscal support and leadership dedicated to teen programming. In 
addition to regular cultural and artistic programs throughout the year, the Langston Hughes 
Cultural Arts Center started an annual teen summer musical program in the 1990s which became 
an important community event. These programs provided space to explore African and African 
American arts, while maintaining the importance of the voice of that cultural community. 
Through organizational and leadership changes, the teen summer musical has maintained its 
importance to and impact on the community.  
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Langston Hughes Performing Arts Institute: A Home for Creative Youth 
History 
The Langston Hughes Performing Arts Institute is an architecturally beautiful building in 
Seattle’s Central District. It was built as a synagogue for the Jewish congregation Chevra Bikur 
Cholim. When the congregation relocated in 1969, eventually merging with another Jewish 
congregation, they sold the building to the City of Seattle. Walter Hundley, director of the City 
of Seattle’s Model Cities Program, led the initiative to acquire the building to be utilized as a 
community center (Mumford, 2014). Before coming to Model Cities, Hundley had directed the 
non-profit Central Area Motivation Project (CAMP), the largest community action program in 
King County, and was a leader in Seattle’s African American community (Henry, 2001). He 
recognized the need for a gathering place for the community. Because there was no gymnasium, 
the community center would be focused on “cultural activities, rather than sports” (S. Sneed, 
personal communication, February 26, 2020). With the financial support and guiding vision of 
the Model Cities Program, the Yesler Atlantic Community Center opened its doors in 1972, 
ready to provide a range of cultural programs for adults and youth (Mumford, 2014). Hundley 
would later serve as Seattle’s first African American Parks Superintendent and continued to 
advocate for the center (Walt Hundley Playfield, 2010). Community engagement remains a 
strong focal point of the organization. 
The Model Cities Program was instituted in 1966 by President Lyndon B. Johnson, to 
coordinate and concentrate “federal, state and local resources, [to] develop innovative programs, 
and to involve local residents in the planning and development process” (Seattle Municipal 
Archives, n.d.). Those programs focused on recreation, culture, and youth with the goals of 
providing social services and boosting citizen participation. The availability and location of the 
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synagogue building were fortuitous in terms of the timing and goals of the Model Cities 
Program, which was specifically designed to “improve the quality of urban life” in economically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. The Central District was home to over 60 percent of Seattle’s 
non-white population (Seattle Municipal Archives, n.d.). The building was near and, in some 
cases already had connections with organizations that served communities of color, such as El 
Centro de la Raza and the Central Area Motivation Project. Black Arts/West was a prominent 
presence, creating performance and training opportunities for black theater artists from 1969-
1980. The Paul Robeson Community Theater Group became the theater-in-residence around 
1980 (Mumford, 2014). 
Within a year of opening, the center’s board began searching for a name that better 
reflected its community. Langston Hughes, the great writer and poet was among the prominent 
African American cultural figures whose names were proposed. Hughes had made public 
appearances in Seattle in the 1930s and 40s. In 1974, the building was rededicated as the 
Langston Hughes Cultural Arts Center (Mumford, 2014). 
Creating Space for Creative Youth  
Steve Sneed grew up in the Central District, taking drum and dance classes at Langston 
Hughes. He remembers, in the late 1970’s, standing in a line that wound around the block to see 
a show there (Sears, 2016). So when he moved back to the neighborhood in the early 1980s, after 
graduating from the University of Washington, he was surprised to see that the center was 
underutilized (S. Sneed, personal communication, February 26, 2020). Fees were charged for 
classes that used to be free, and new leadership within the Parks Department seemed out of touch 
with the community (Sears, 2016). He describes the Langston Hughes Cultural Arts Center at 
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that time as “a beautiful space without a purpose” (S. Sneed, personal communication, February 
26, 2020). 
As a student at the University of Washington, Sneed experienced the importance of 
creating space for black youth through the Black Theatre Project. He was “struck by this idea 
that you can take theater and enhance certain skills whether the person became an actor or not” 
(personal communication, February 26, 2020). He knew the history of the Langston Hughes 
Cultural Arts Center dating back to the Model Cities programs. So he was attuned to the needs of 
young artists as well as the African American community. He felt that Parks Department 
programs focused on adults and children, but “teens were just completely left out” (S. Sneed, 
personal communication, February 26, 2020). In 1989, he had directed a play for the Madrona 
Youth Theatre which was performed at the Langston Hughes Cultural Arts Center. Titled Peer 
Pressure, Sneed stated that “The theme is that the youth are our future” (Duncan, 1989, para. 7). 
Peer Pressure was a launching point for Sneed’s youth theater focus at Langston Hughes. Soon 
after, he was hired as the center’s Executive Director (Mumford, 2014). 
Sneed began to open up space for late night recreation and other events focused on 
African American teenagers, and “started doing more hip hop music events. I made the building 
more accessible. I did things like open rehearsal… if you brought your dance group you could 
just come in and dance” (personal communication, February 26, 2020). These opportunities were 
highly popular with both the teenagers that attended and the city staff that supported recreational 
programming. 
Sneed had created a training model called Discipline, Confidence, and Motivation 
(DCM) and began putting this model into practice in the center’s programs. His decision to 
create late night recreation eventually became the catalyst for regular teen performances, talent 
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shows, and city-wide dances. There was a drive and demand for young people seeking 
performance opportunities, and a need to create space for African American creatives. 
In 1996, Sneed initiated the teen summer musical program with a production of Summer 
Rhapsody Reunion (Mumford, 2104). Although the center had a theater on site, in what had been 
the sanctuary of the former synagogue, he wanted to find a way to take the youth musical 
downtown (S. Sneed, personal communication, February 26, 2020). The City of Seattle had 
contributed $1.8 million toward the restoration of the historic Paramount Theatre, in exchange 
for certain public benefits. When the theater reopened in 1995, a deal was struck for the 
Paramount to host Langston Hughes’ summer musical for free for ten years. The performances 
were free to the public, and the student cast and crew received stipends of over $200 each. The 
prestige of getting paid to perform in a spectacular downtown venue seating over 2800 people 
was seen as an important achievement for young artists in the African American community 
(Allen, 2000). Sneed stated that the program was: 
Aimed at urban youth and young people who maybe hadn't experienced certain kinds of 
theater, or any theater at all. One of the things I noticed about theater at a certain point 
was that young kids of color, they don't get to play Cinderella and they don't get to play 
in the main part. They’re not going to get to be Peter in Peter Pan in their schools. In a 
place where they're learning and you know, so that's a part of the confidence piece… 
They could see themselves in different ways that open up perspectives and help them see 
themselves in a broader light that seemed to be important for my community in this small 
town in Seattle. (personal communication, February 26, 2020) 
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The Summer Musical Evolves 
After eleven years at the helm, Sneed moved on to manage cultural programs at the 
Seattle Center. Jacqueline Moscou, who had acted and directed at the Langston Hughes Cultural 
Arts Center, returned for several years as Artistic Director. In 2004, then-Associate Artistic 
Director Manuel “Manny” Cawaling was promoted to Executive Director and the center’s name 
was changed to the Langston Hughes Performing Arts Center. Cawaling inherited the popular 
teen summer musical, but was tasked with right-sizing the program to make it financially 
sustainable. There was a history of the Seattle Parks Department having to provide extra 
financial assistance for the summer musical, and he sensed that “that kind of situation undercut, 
got in the way of [city staff] understanding the value and the need” (M. Cawaling, personal 
communication, February 26, 2020). Working in incremental steps to create a healthy financial 
foundation for the program, Cawaling introduced fees for tickets to the musical and tuition to the 
ten-week long summer program, both previously free. Sneed commented that the fact that both 
tuition and tickets were free was important to the large community response, but Cawaling felt 
pressured to make these small but significant changes. Tuition was $100 a week for a ten-week 
program and tickets to the performances cost three to five dollars, which he truly believed was 
affordable. The Parks Department still provided most of the center’s budget and “there were still 
plenty of scholarships, we didn't send any children away if they couldn't afford the hundred 
dollars” (M. Cawaling, personal communication, February 26, 2020). Some tickets were still 
given away free, to ensure that the young actors performed to a full house. Although there was 
pushback, the musical went ahead with a cast and crew of approximately 100 teens. 
Cawaling also looked for ways to change the repertoire that had been cycling through the 
teen summer musical for a few years. Peter Pan, Cinderella, and Beauty and the Beast had been 
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performed before. Cawaling sought to push long-time director Isiah Anderson into new territory. 
The first production after he became Executive Director would be Grease, a popular musical 
with distinct social implications and challenges. One of the defining characteristics of the teen 
summer musical was that there was always an African American twist on the story, whether 
Cinderella sang Motown hits (Hayasaki, 1999) or Snow White shared the tenets of Kwanzaa 
(Renton teen Bolden, 2008). The teen summer musical was an opportunity to view well-known 
stories through a racial lens; to highlight perspectives, history, humor, and tenderness that would 
resonate with the audience and participants, regardless of race. Although there was little that 
could be done to change the text of Grease, Cawaling and Anderson sought to highlight the time 
period in which it was set (1959), and transform the fictional Rydell High into the epicenter of 
powerful civil rights events, including the racial integration of public schools. Grease opened 
with guards on stage and teens “dressed in the way that you see [in] historic pictures. They're 
walking with strength as they are being intimidated and bullied. And that's how we entered the 
school” (M. Cawaling, personal communication, February 26, 2020). Cawaling is passionate 
about experiential learning, seeing the power in the moment and telling the young performers 
that  “You're not walking down an aisle at the Paramount or walking into school. You have to 
understand this experience” (M. Cawaling, personal communication, February 26, 2020). 
The significance was not lost on anyone, and the production and administrative team 
received praise for their hard work of meeting the needs of the community while also 
representing the voice of the community. Cawaling says that, 
We believe, as arts educators, the best thing…the greatest impact is from having them 
[teens] participate. But for the viewing audience to see themselves on stage or someone 
that looks like them, or something that feels like them, they could [say] ‘They're just like 
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my sister, my brother, my neighbor, my best friend.’ It leaves [an] impressionable 
sentiment within their hearts and minds, which is: ‘I can do this too.’ You know, most of 
the actors in the teen summer musical…their parents weren't Googling for teen programs. 
It's because their kids saw it first. And it was a rite of passage, right? For that community. 
So that's powerful. (personal communication, February 26, 2020) 
In addition to the families and community members that attended the teen summer 
musical, the Parks Department offered free tickets to matinee performances to their network of 
school aged daycare and summer day camps. Being a Parks Department program gave Cawaling 
access to a variety of non-arts resources to broaden the depth of experience for the teens 
participating. The cast and crew were treated to a trip to the beach to celebrate and review the 
success of the show, complete with s’mores. The summer musical was a team- and community-
building experience, as much as an artistic experience for the youth involved. 
A Step Toward Professional Success 
What does it mean to be a professional artist? Providing auditioning experiences that lead 
to an appearance at the Apollo Theater in New York; offering prizes for a local talent show; or 
paying a performance stipend at the end of the summer musical, Langston Hughes Performing 
Arts Center continued to promote teens and their creative abilities over the years. Some students 
returned year after year, not only for the summer musical but also for after-school programs. 
They were excited by the supportive environment, personal connections with mentors, and the 
opportunity to perform at a high profile Seattle venue. The teen participants were also valued for 
their personal and artistic perspectives (Hughes News, 2003). A number of teenagers that 
participated in both the summer musical and year-round programs went on to work 
professionally in the arts. Jordon Bolden, a Renton teen, starred in the summer musical 
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production of Snow White and the 7: Each One Teach One, an African re-telling of the fairy tale 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (Renton teen Bolden, 2008). After graduating high school, 
Bolden received his BFA in Acting and Musical Theater from the prestigious Carnegie Mellon 
University School of Drama, and has since acted on stage and television in Seattle and across the 
country (Jordon Bolden, n.d.). Another Langston Hughes alumnus who found success in the 
world of the arts was Jeffrey Williams, who went on to win the second season of The Fashion 
Show, a design competition that brought him national attention and acclaim for his creativity. 
Williams also worked locally with the Seattle Central College Theater Department and Civic 
Light Opera (Liu, 2011). Both Cawaling and Sneed knew that it was important to offer a creative 
space for teenagers. 
I break it down to some very simple things as an arts educator. There is nothing like 
taking a shy child, finding their talents, building up their confidence, putting their talent, 
their talents, center stage on stage with a viewing audience of thousands [and] giving 
them all the skills and crafting a really good show. (M. Cawaling, personal 
communication, February 26, 2020) 
Past performer and Artistic Director Moscou acknowledged the center as “both a starting 
point and an apex” in her professional career. She shared Sneed’s desire to “create a home [for] 
artists and their audiences [that] are looking for stages and support” (Hughes News, 2003). 
Teens need mentors. They need room to thrive and they need opportunities to work on 
collective and personal meaning together. Langston Hughes Performing Arts Institute’s long 
history as a place for creative exploration has sent a clear message to African American teens: 
that their lived experiences and their creative work have value. Multiple leaders made conscious 
decisions to develop, and longstanding commitments to sustain and support performing arts 
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programs for teens. Thanks to their vision, the Langston Hughes Performing Arts Institute has 
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